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     If you were looking for some recreation this coming weekend, would your thoughts turn to the Tonawanda Creek?  Probably not.  But if this were Batavia of 100 years ago, the Creek would likely be foremost in your thoughts.  And, places like Whiskey Point, Meadow Park, Andrews Landing, and Hodges Landing would be locations well known to you.

     In the years between 1880 and 1920, the two-to-three mile stretch of the Tonawanda Creek upstream from the dam was a very busy place.  There were steamboats, motor-powered boats, rowboats and canoes plying the water in great numbers.  One account in The Daily News of 1910 refers to there being “hundreds” of Batavians boating on the Tonawanda the day before.  And these folks were not milling around, either.  There were popular destinations on the Creek where people could picnic, play games, dance, and otherwise enjoy themselves.
     The southernmost point to which Batavians generally travelled on the Tonawanda was a place called Whiskey Point.  It was a grove where a brook entered the Creek and was about half a mile south of the current City line.   Whiskey Point had a picnic area and, according to some accounts, a dance floor as well.  It was accessible by water only.  You can get a rough sense of its location by going out Creek Road to the vicinity of the WBTA transmitting tower.  Whiskey Point was to the west of there.
     A second popular destination was Meadow Park, a 5-acre parcel of land about a quarter mile downstream (toward Batavia) from Whiskey Point.  Meadow Park was accessible from both Creek Road and the Tonawanda, but the preferred route of access appeared to be by taking a boat or canoe up the Creek.  The Park had a baseball diamond and bleachers, a dance pavilion, a refreshment stand, picnic area, and an amusement ride for kids called the “Razzle Dazzle.”  The ride was said to go up and down and spin around to the delight of most who rode it.  Accounts from the early 1900s claimed that as many as 1,000 visitors might be seen in the Park at any one time.
     If you wanted to go to Whiskey Point or Meadow Park, you certainly could use your own watercraft.  However, most people appeared to have ridden passenger boats that plied the Creek.  Steam-powered passenger boats were running by the early 1880s.  Passenger boats powered by gasoline engines appeared after 1900.  Probably the best known among the latter was the Bluebird.  Designed to carry 35 passengers, it measured 8 x 32 ft., had a 30 horsepower 4-cyclinder engine, and could make 12 miles per hour.  It was launched in 1910.  Trips departed from Hodges Landing which was behind 35 Walnut Street, picked up riders at a Chestnut Street dock, stopped at Andrews Landing which was a little beyond today’s water filtration plant, and stopped again at Meadow Park before terminating at Whiskey Point.

     If you wanted to rent a rowboat or canoe, they were available for rent at Hodges Landing and also, it appears, at Andrews Landing.  If you belonged to the Batavia Canoe Club, you may have had your own canoe stored in the Club’s boathouse near the Law Street bridge.  Private boats were also kept in other boat houses on the Creek including some just above the dam.
     The most dramatic incident on the Tonawanda Creek occurred in July of 1883.  It involved a steam-powered passenger boat named, “The Stranger.”  The name was fitting because, in some respects, the incident itself was strange.
     The Stranger was a home-made catamaran measuring 9 x 25 ft. and fitted to carry 20 to 30 passengers.  On the fateful day in question, it departed from its dock on Walnut Street and before long reached Whiskey Point without incident.  However, on the way back downstream, a little south of day’s water filtration plant, there was a boy in the creek—skinny dipping.  According to a later newspaper report, he stood up and faced the boat, exposing a part of his body that most people would think should remain covered.  Several of the women aboard The Stranger were so traumatized by the sight of this naked boy, they rushed to the far side of the boat.  Unfortunately, this set up a rocking motion that led to the craft capsizing.  The passengers aboard The Stranger were flung into water 15 ft. deep.  Four died and many others barely escaped with their lives.

     The year 1899 was the first year anyone in Batavia saw an automobile.  Twenty years later, automobiles were everywhere and, as one merchant observed, the market for horse-drawn conveyances was gone.  The exploding popularity of the automobile eventually killed passenger traffic on the railroads.  It helped end Batavia’s trolley system.  And the popularity of automobiles spelled the death knell for recreation on the Tonawanda.  As one observer alive at the time noted, there had been hundreds of people on the Creek every Saturday and Sunday.  Almost overnight, automobiles took the place of boats, no one seemed to care about the Creek anymore, and boats became practically worthless.  

     In 1918, the Bluebird was run ashore and abandoned.  A major flood in 1922 washed it downstream, never to be seen again. In 1925, the Batavia Canoe Club boathouse was dismantled and the lumber was used to build a cottage at Seven Springs.  Other craft and places similarly disappeared.  An era was over.     
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